Elections in Ecuador: Polls Show Voter Apathy in the Lead

On October 20, Ecuadorians will go to the polls to decide which of 11 candidates
will succeed President Gustavo Noboa, who himself replaced ousted head of state
Jamil Mahuad.

More than eight million voters, out of a total population of 12 million, will
determine whether a single candidate will win a straight victory in the first round
of voting. A second round, if necessary, would be held on November 24.

According to the most recent Cedatos/Gallup poll, Alvaro Noboa, a wealthy banana
planter, is in the lead with 17%, followed by ex-President Rodrigo Borja (1988-
1992) with 16%. The poll's organizers point out, however, that the biggest
problem going into the election-which, in addition to the president and vice
president, affects 100 Congressional deputies and provincial and municipal-level
governments-is voter apathy, which they estimated to be as high as 40%.

The fact that neither Alvaro Noboa, who represents the National Action
Institutional Renovation Party (PRIAN), nor Borja, of the Democratic Left, has
been able to attract even 20% of the vote reflects the fragmentation of Ecuadorian
politics. According to the poll, fully 54% of voters are still undecided. "At this
moment, no single candidate can be sure of advancing to the second round,” the
head of Cedatos/Gallup, Polibio Cérdova, told the Spanish news agency EFE. "The
differences between the candidates are so small, and the degree of indecision so
large, that the situation could change at any moment."

According to political analysts Luis Eladio Proafio and Adrian Bonilla, while the
candidates have made an attempt to address the pressing problems of Ecuadorian
society-security, corruption, unemployment and poverty-their speeches have been
"repetitive and offer no real solutions.” EI Comercio newspaper also pointed out
that with the elections only five days away, the candidates were "still offering
sweeping campaign promises without explaining how they would implement
them."”

"Unfortunately, the candidates are all essentially the same,” complained columnist
Andrés Bonilla in the newsmagazine Vistazo. "Borja, Roldés, Hurtado, Neira,
Bucaram all have been around for more than two decades. This is the second time
that Noboa is running. Ecuador has been unable to produce a new political class.
From the executive office down to the most remote rural district, entrenched
systems of caudillos and clientelistic networks inhibit participation. Ecuadorians
must accept collective responsibility for this situation; after all, politicians are not
a genetically distinct group from the rest of the population.”

Sandra Edwards of the Washington Office on Latin America worries that Ecuador
has experienced rapid change in the last five years, and that "its economy and



political institutions have become more unstable.” Other observers point to some
positive aspects of the current electoral process: new controls on campaign length
and spending, and efforts by the media to make the elections more transparent.

But voter apathy in Ecuador represents an obstacle to understanding that
participation is the most important way to improve the country's democracy. On
October 20, Ecuadorians will be asked to take a second look at the principles of
elections and political representation. At stake is the future course of the
democratic system itself.



